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[The article below was distributed by the Pacific News Service on 01/23-29/89. The LADB has
authorization from PNS for duplication. The author, a Mexican social scientist who has written
several books on economic affairs, is editor of "Mesoamerica," an English-language quarterly
journal about Mexico and Central America published in Merida, Yucatan.] By Louis E.V. Nevaer
For years Mexico has been blamed as the source of its northern neighbor's drug problems. This old
US hypocrisy which has long soured relations between the two neighbors now promises to haunt
the new leaders of both countries. Under the Reagan administration the drug law enforcement
budget skyrocketed from $800 million in fiscal 1981 to over $2.5 billion in fiscal 1988. But Reagan's
crackdown largely failed. Once again, Washington blames "supplier" countries those governments
which in the US government's opinion failed to do more to stop the export of drugs. Mexico
consistently rejects US criticism. To begin with, Mexicans point out, almost 160 Mexican police
officers were killed in 1988 trying to drop drug traffickers. That's a greater loss of life fighting the
drug trade than the US has ever paid. More importantly, however, most Mexicans don't believe
Mexican lives and resources should be spent on what is seen as a US problem. Drug consumption
is not an epidemic in Mexico. In the United States, on the other hand, 37% of the entire population
some 70 million people have at least experimented with illicit drugs, according to government
statistics. In Mexico, while consumption is growing, the figure stands at less than 2% just over
1 million people. There are several reasons why drug consumption in Mexico is low. The first is
economic. Mexico is a poor nation where the minimum wage is less than $3 a day; most Mexicans
simply can't afford to buy cocaine, crack or even marijuana. In Mexico, moreover, social stigma
attaches to being a "drogadito," or drug user. The average Mexican's attitudes regarding drugs
are shaped by American films and television. The stereotypical marijuana smoker is a longhaired, unwashed hippie from the 60s sitting in a park in San Francisco talking about free love. The
stereotype of a cocaine user comes from "Miami Vice" where only "delinquentes" and "mafiosos"
use coke or engage in the cocaine trade. The stereotyped crack user is an unwed, black teenage girl
from the inner city who gives birth to an addicted premature baby. These images are not appealing
in what is still a deeply conservative Roman Catholic country. As a consequence drug consumption
is as socially unacceptable in Mexico as prostitution is in the United States. A US citizen in Mexico
who mentions to his host at dinner that he wouldn't mind a joint would receive the same reaction
as if he had told a colleague in the United States that he finds prostitution a convenient part-time
job. At a party in Cancun last year a Mexican woman I know brought her American date. The 60year-old gentleman, from Tampa, Florida, who resembled an aging rock star, had flown down on
his private plane; he wore a T-shirt with a peace sign, lit up and joint and promptly was escorted out
along with his Mexican date. A final reason why drug use is low is social. It is rare to find a Mexican
household that does not include some members of the extended family. In my home, for example,
there are four generations under one roof. With this kind of intergenerational family, children are
supervised much more than they are in the US. This reduces the chances that curious youngsters are
exposed to, let alone experiment with, drugs. My first exposure to drugs came when I was enrolled
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 073234
ISSN: 1060-4189

as a foreign student at Cornell University. Cocaine was very much in vogue at that time. In my own
fraternity there were self-described "purveyors of bliss" who financed their habits by dealing on
the side. Last year the Reagan administration issued a report stating that most drugs that end up
on the streets of the US enter the country through Mexico. Mexican officials doubt that such large
amounts of drugs can be transported through Mexico without having a higher level of Mexican
consumption. Sergio Garcia Ramirez, Mexico's Attorney General, complains of the widespread
view in which "producer countries...are delinquents and consumer countries...are victims." This
resentment is widely shared in Mexico. To be sure there is substance abuse in Mexico. Alcohol is the
drug of choice and local Alcoholics Anonymous chapters are filled to capacity. More are desperately
needed. Mexicans also smoke in far greater numbers than do counterparts in the US. And while the
consumption of illicit drugs is on the increase, more worrisome is the dramatic rise in the number
of children in urban slums sniffing glue to reduce hunger pangs and youngsters experimenting
with cigarettes and hard liquor. But drinking and smoking are not illicit activities and seldom affect
foreign relations. The question Mexico asks is why she should be held responsible for solving
America's drug problem. In the eyes of many Mexicans, the only problems Mexico has in this matter
are of an agricultural and customs nature: people grow illegal crops and passengers-in-transit break
customs laws by transporting drugs. Washington doesn't see it this way. Drugs will surely haunt
US-Mexico relations unless George Bush acknowledges that reduced demand in the United States is
the answer, not Mexico-bashing Congressional hearings. The subject of drugs came up recently at a
small gathering in Merida, a city of half a million equidistant between Mexico City and Miami. One
guest, who had arrived late, produced a snuff box with three grams of coke. Where had he gotten it,
the rest of us wondered? We knew of no one who sold cocaine in Merida. Then he explained why he
had been late and we knew the answer. Continental Airlines' evening flight from Miami had been
delayed.

-- End --
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